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In March and May 2000, incidental sightings of Great-billed Heron Aniea sumutrana were 
made in the Tin Can Bay area, situated at the southern end of the Great Sandy Strait close to 
the southem tip of Fraser Island. Two further sightings from this mainland locality resulted 
from a concentrated search in December 2000. These are the first records of A. sumatrana 
from this region since the 1950s when nesting was observ ed 60-70km to the north on Fraser 
Island. The temporal and spatial patterns of the present sightings suggest yt. sumatrana is 
resident in the Tin Can Bay area, making this the most southerly population recorded in 
Australia over the past century. The discovery represents a significant southward extension 
to the Great-billed Heron's cuiTcnt Australian and global distributions. □ Ardeidae, Ardea 
sumatrana. southern Queensland, Great Sandy Strait, estuarine areas, 
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The Great-billed Heron Ardea sumatrana 
occurs from Burma and Thailand through 
Southeast Asia and Indonesia to New Guinea and 
Australia (Hancock & Kushlan, 1984). Although 
historically the species ranged as far south as NE 
New South Wales (Ramsay, 1888; Campbell, 
1900), an individual recorded there in recent 
times (Gibson, 1981) is considered to have been 
vagrant or accidental (Marchant & Higgins, 
1990; Pizzey & Knight, 1997). The accepted 
southern extent of the species post-1900 is the 
Great Sandy Strait coast of Fraser Island 
(25°15’S, 153^^03T), based on nesting records 
(Beruldsen, 1980) originating from the diary of 
the late Valdie Cliristensen in the early 1950s (G. 
Beruldsen, pers. comm.). Importantly, the Qu¬ 
eensland Museum’s collection does not contain 
skins or eggs of A. sumatrana from Fraser Island 
(A. Amey, pers. comm.); the records from this 
locality attributed to D.P. Vernon in Blakers et al. 
(1984) and Marchant & Higgins (1990) very 
likely refer to those of V. Christensen (D.P. 
Vernon, pers. comm.). 

Over the ensuing half century since 
Christensen’s records, no additional observations 
of A. sumatrana from the Great Sandy Strait have 
come to light. The ciiiTent distribution ol' the 
species along the east Australian coast is usually 
given as Cape York to Broad Sound (22°25’S, 
149°45’E; Marchant & Higgins, 1990) or the 
Rockhampton area (23°30’S, 150°55’E: 


Hancock & Kushlan, 1984; Pizzey & Knight, 
1997), although more southerly sightings are 
documented at Eurimbiila National Park 
(24°12’S, 151°48’E: Marchant & Higgins, 1990, 
where this locality is stated as ‘Miriam Vale’; 
N.G. McKilligan, pers. comm.; D.H.C. Seton, 
pers. comm.) and the Biloela (Jambin) area 
(24°15’S, 150'^25’E; Blakers et al., 1984; 
Marchant & Higgins, 1990). Garnett & Crowley 
(2000) stated there are no recent records south of 
Rockhampton and suggested the Australian 
distribution of A. sumatrana has contracted 
northwards up the east coast. 

Tins paper, describing four separate sightings 
made during 2000 from the mainland Tin Can 
Bay area, confirms the continued existence of the 
Great-billed Heron in the Great Sandy Strait, 
southem Queensland, 

MATERIALS AND METHODS 

The general area where the sightings were 
made possesses numerous mangrove-lined 
creeks, each characterised by a seaward zone of 
closed Rhizophora stylosa and a landward 
saltpan, between which closed or open 
communities of Avicennia marina or A, marina 
and Ceriops tagal sometimes fonned a naiTow 
zone. Bruguiera g\unnorhiza was occasionally 
present in open stands. Extensive saline 
grasslands and stands of sedges were present in 
the intertidal zone in some places. The upper tidal 
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reaches of each waterway were lined with a 
closed Aegicerus cornicnlatiim coininunily. 
Tencstrial vegetation surrounding the coastal 
wetlands consisted of tall open woodland to tall 
open forest, generally with Eucalyptus 
racemosa. Cofymbia 'uHcnnediaimAE. /////6/r/as 
dominants. The closed iinderstorey contained a 
diverse range of heath species, ferns and sedges. 

The first two encounters with /I. sinnatrana, in 
March and May 2000, occurred incidentally 
during components of a Water Mouse Xeroniys 
myoides survey program being conducted by MB 
in estuarine areas between Rodds Peninsula and 
Tin Can Inlet. The survey and reconnaissance 
work involved in this program entailed 
negotiating tidal waterways by boat and 
traversing adjacent areas of mangrove, saltmarsh 
and saltpan on foot. A subsequent, targeted 
survey for/L sumatrona, conducted from 12-13 
December 2000, focused on the locations of the 
two earlier sightings but also examined other 
suitable habitat in the general vicinity. During 
this follow-up work, two parties, each 
comprising two observers, used boats to search 
tidal creeks and other waterways to their 
navigable limits. All areas were visited twice 
over the two day period. Occasionally, searches 
of adjacent habitat were also undertaken on foot. 
Colour aerial photography (1:12,000 scale) 
proved to be an indispensable aid during the 
survey. Observations were made with Leica 
10x42B binoculars and locations recorded using 
a Garmin GPS 12 or a Garmin GPS 12XL, 

RESULTS 

All observ ations w^cre made in or immediately 
adjacent to estuarine areas in the Tin Can Bay 
area within the latitudinal band 25^45 -25°55’S. 
Precise locations are withheld to minimise 
potentially negative impacts by bird watchers on 
this species that is noted for its sensitivity to 
human disturbance (Seton, 1973: Marchant & 
Higgins, 1990). 

At 12:00 on 10 March 2000, a single adult A. 
sinnatrofia was observed at an initial distance of 
approximately 60m as MB and M. Ford walked 
beside a narrow tidal creek. The bird took flight 
from the ground within a low mangrove 
community consisting of Aviccunia niarincu 
Rliizophora stylosa and Ceriops tagaL It flew 
350m upstream and into woodland adjacent to an 
area where sedgeland surrounded the creek's 
mangroves. The bird landed in an unidentified 
cucalypt where it behav ed warily, not allowing an 


approach closer than 100m. A photograph taken 
at this range was sufficient to confirm the 
identification. 

At 14:00 on 21 May 2000, while canoeing 
around a bend in another small creek 4.4km from 
the previous sighting, MB and J. Holt obsciwcd 
an adult A. sumatraua at close range (lOm) as it 
perched 3m abov e ground in an/I. luarina amid a 
fringing, low mangrove community Startled by 
the canoe’s unexpected approach, the heron flew 
upstream until out of sight. It was not located 
again. 

The subsequent, targeted survey conducted by 
four observers yielded two sightings of single 
siuiuitrana on 13 December 2000. At 07:30, MB 
and RH briefly glimpsed an individual flying 
downstream beside a section of a third creek 
3.2km and 2.4km, respectively, from the 
locations of the first and second incidental 
sightings described above. Here, scattered 
Acgiceras cornicvlatinn lined the water’s edge. A 
steep, 10m bank obscured the view of the heron 
as it flew at 6-8m height, just below the canopy 
level of the suiTounding teiTcstrial woodland. 

At about 11:00 the same day, while searching 
an area 360m straight-line distance downstream 
of the site where the March 2000 observation was 
made (and 3.4km from the location of the earlier 
observation that morning), IG and K. Wortel 
sighted an A. sinuairuna as it flushed from a 
shallowly-fiooded mangrove and saltpan area 
situated between the creek bank and the dense 
mangroves lining the creek channel. Mangrove 
species were^. uiarina, R. stylosa, C. tagal and 
Brugaiera g}^}niu)rhiza. Initial viewing range was 
approximately 35m as the bird flew parallel to 
shore at a height of only 3m before veering away 
to land in a 9m high Eucalyptus umbra, some 
80m from the creek in the adjacent woodland. 
The heron perched at 5m on a horizontal limb 
(Fig. 1) and remained there, watchful, until 
flushed when IG approached too closely on foot 
to obtain additional photographs. It then flew 
only 30m to an exposed, dead branch of a 
Melaleuca quinquenervia where more 
photographs were taken (Fig. 2). Views with 
binoculars at ranges down to 30m revealed the 
bird to be in breeding plumage as indicated by its 
grey facial skin, nuchal crest, and long plumes on 
the lower foreneck and back (Marchant & 
Higgins, 1990; Pizzey & Knight, 1997). After a 
brief and unrewarded search for nests in the 
immediate vicinity, the site was departed at 12:20 
with the heron still in the same tree. 
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FIG. 1. Aniea sttntaimna perched in Encalypiits 
itmhni. Tin Can Bay area, SB Queensland. 


DISCUSSION 

Thai the three sighting dates reported here span 
a nine month period suggests A, sunuifrana is 
resident, not vagrant, in the Tin Can Bay area. 
Two observations made nine months and just 
36()m apart on the same creek also suggest a 
resident indi\ idual was involved. The .species is 
known to be solitai^ and sedentary (Blakcrs et al, 
1984; 1 laneock & Kushlan. 1984), with probable 
lerntory sizes of several square kilometres 
(Marehant & Higgins, 1990). Previous 
Queensland studies have found territories are 
separated by 1.5km (straight-line Jislance) and 
5km (by river) along the same estuarine .system 
(Seton, 1973; Garnett & BredI, 1985). 
Consequently, although all our observations 
involved single birds, the likelihood that more 
than one individual exists al the locality is 
supported by sightings made the same morning, 
but more than 3km apart on different creeks, and 
by the separation ol each ol* the three general 
sighting locations by 2.4 to 4.4km. These 
distances arc all stniighl-line measures - actual 
separation of the sites by water would be much 



FIG. 2. Fincil percliiiig position oi'iUe An/casuntafnttnt 
individual. Tin Can Bay area, SB Queensland. 


greater. Considered together, the results indicate 
that the area in question may support a small 
population of Great-billed Herons. 

If this assumption is coiTcct, the Tin Can Bay 
area represents the southernmost locality 
occupied by A. sumatrana in Australia .since 
1900, being 60-70km souih of the previous 
records from the western shore of Fraser Island 
(Bcruldsen, 1980; V. Christensen via G. 
Beriildscn, pers. conuu.) and approximately 
330km south of Rockhampton, often cited as the 
modern limit of the distribution of this species 
(Hancock & Kushlan, 1984; Pizzey & Knight, 
1997; Garnett & Crowley, 2000), The apparent 
persistence of a population in the Great Sandy 
Strait 50 years after it was last noted argues the 
suggested nor thward contraction of the .species’ 
distribution up the east coast (Gameii & Crowley, 
2000) may not have been as extensive as 
originally thought. Although conclusive 
evidence of piescnl day nesting of .4. sumatramf 
at this locality is not available, extensive areas of 
suitable habitat along remote and seldom-visited 
tidal creeks in the Tin Can Bay area, as well as 
further north along Ihc Great Sandy Strait, offer 
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ample opportunities for breeding by this species. 
Additional surveys are required to confinn this 
possibility and to better define the distribution 
and abundance of A. sumatrana in the region. 
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